The audit is fundamental to the reputation of the organization and to maintain its investors' confidence, because it asserts the conformity of financial statements with good accounting practices. Therefore, information technology (IT) auditors are indispensable, since IT is pervasive. IT auditing training focuses on technical skills. However, it appears that good relationships between IT auditors and auditees are crucial to carrying out an IT audit engagement. This phenomenological study is based on interpretative phenomenological analysis. It explores what IT auditors experience, feel, and live in the context of difficult relationships and disagreements with auditees, and how this difficulty impacts these auditors, their audit engagements, and their career. The results highlight five categories of pressures on IT auditors within the scope of audit engagement. Moreover, the results indicate that the experience of the IT auditor and the support from his or her superiors are two factors which have significant influence on how the pressures are experienced. The results also suggest that the pressures experienced affect the IT auditors morally and physically and can impact the auditor's career ambitions.
Introduction
Economic news in recent decades places great importance on the publication of the financial results of large organizations. The auditor role is fundamental to financial information reliability, and therefore, the confidence of investors, governments, and other stakeholders. Auditing involves conducting assessments, verifications, controls, and investigations and collecting evidence to determine the extent to which the company meets regulatory standards and requirements. 1 Pervasiveness of information technology (IT) and of large information systems like enterprise resource planning has increased auditing complexity. As a result, it is necessary to integrate an IT auditor into the audit engagement teams. 2 The IT auditor will evaluate the adequacy and effectiveness of the organization's IT controls, such as procedures, guidelines, and policies. Sensitive or significant nonconformities can deteriorate the relationship between the auditor and the auditee.
The often-difficult working relationship between auditors and the companies they audit has been at the center of several research projects the majority of which relate to audit independence. 1, [3] [4] [5] However, the impact of these relationships on the mandate, the careers, or even the lives of the auditors involved is not addressed. Thereby, this article will study these relationships and will focus on IT auditing.
The auditor, by the nature of his or her work, plays the dual role of advisor and assurance provider with the entities audited. 6 A partnership relationship must be maintained with the audited entity, the purpose of which is to bring value to the organization by providing advice on risk mitigation and improving controls. 5 With respect to the audit, auditor relationship with the audited entity is more difficult, as he or she acts as a controller in identifying weaknesses in control and errors or omissions. 1 It may also happen during an audit that the auditor and the audited entity disagree on how a process is executed or understood. Both parties therefore face diverging interests. Auditors are therefore often subject to pressures of various kinds that could undermine their independence, competence, or objectivity. 7 Generally, these are maneuvers (the pressures) used by the auditees to put the auditor in a difficult position in order to hinder his or her work.
The pressures thus experienced are likely to affect not only the audit work but the auditors life. 8 Our concern is therefore to know what auditors experience, feel, and live in the context of difficult relationships and disagreements with auditees and how these difficulties affect them throughout their careers. A phenomenological interpretive study of the relations between auditors and auditees is relevant here, because our interest is focused on the experience of these difficult relations and disagreements.
Our concern is to investigate what IT auditors experience and feel because of the difficulties they encounter in their dealings with auditees and how all of this impacts them personally, as well as their audit mandates and careers. IT auditors are responsible for analyzing and evaluating the information systems of an organization to ensure accurate and secure information, efficient processes, and compliance with applicable regulations. If problems are identified, they have to escalate their findings to relevant organization's stakeholders and can provide solutions to improve or modify processes and systems.
Specifically, we aim to understand the following.
RQ1: How IT auditors feel and experience pressures in different IT audit mandates.
RQ2: How the pressures are impacting the IT auditors, their different IT audit mandates and careers. RQ3: How IT auditors maintain a good level of objectivity and performance under pressure.
This article is divided into four sections. The second section reviews the pertinent literature. The third section details the methodology and approach used in this research project. The fourth section presents the results of the study, and the fifth section is devoted to the discussion of the results. It ends with a conclusion that summarizes the results emerging from the study, including the limitations of the study and possible subsequent research.
Related work
The Information System Audit and Control Association (ISACA) defines audit as a systematic process by which a team or a qualified and independent person objectively obtains and evaluates the evidence related to assertions about the process, in order to form an opinion on the subject and to make a report on the degree of implementation of the assertions. 9 Auditing activities can be done by either an external party-external auditing-or an internal party-internal auditing. Typically, external auditing is concerned with the validation of financial statements. 2 Internal auditing, once limited to the financial concerns, now also includes all operations and important functions of organizations. According to the Institute of Internal Auditors (IIA), internal audit is an independent and objective activity that provides an organization with confidence in the degree of control over its operations, provides advice on how to improve them, and helps added value. 10 The search protocol used for the literature review is summarized in Table 1 . It was realized in 2018, using online search tools like Academic Search Complete, Google Scholar, and Proquest. At the end of our initial literature search, we found that literature specifically dealing with the pressures experienced by IT auditors in their dealings with auditees is rare and oriented toward IT auditor independence. [11] [12] [13] To obtain a broader view and some insight for our research, we therefore extended our literature review to include the relationships of internal auditors and financial auditors with auditees. IT auditors usually work in conjunction with internal auditors and financial auditors. Therefore, the following sections provide other perspectives that feed our research.
Internal auditing perspective
In the context of an internal audit, the literature qualifies the relationship between auditors and auditees as a partnership. This has been endorsed by the implementation of several laws at the international level. These laws include the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, known as the SOX Act, passed by the US Congress and Senate in the United States in 2002, and the Financial Security Act, known as the LSF, adopted by the French parliament in 2003. 14 The implementation of these requirements has led to the strengthening of internal audit services in order to support organizations in this new direction. 15 Internal audit acts as a partner with management, and the advice it provides on all activities, operational and strategic processes is an added value for the organization. 3 The relationship between auditors and auditees, in the context of internal auditing, also appears as a win-win partnership in which the expectations of both can be met. 5 Their qualitative study focuses on the relationship between internal audit and senior management, specifically on the expectations and perceptions of one in relation to the other. Based on a broad range of qualitative data, they conclude that senior management expectations have a significant influence on the internal audit. Also, internal audit can meet most of these expectations, which in turn allows senior managers to support them.
The conflicts between internal auditors and auditees are rooted in the differences that oppose them and that can lead to hostile reactions. An Australian study revealed several discrepancies between CEOs and Chief Audit Executives in areas covered by internal audit. 16 The areas that were most strongly supported by CEOs were not necessarily those in which internal audit managers indicated that they spent a proportional portion of their time. 5 In 2015, the IIA Research Foundation published a study on the political pressures on internal audit. This study used interviews, focus groups, and a questionnaire administered to the internal audit managers; it assumes that internal auditors may be subject to political pressure during missions to sensitive areas or when reporting findings. The results highlight the types of pressures faced by internal audit managers and their magnitude. For example, of approximately 500 internal audit managers who participated in the study, 54.7% were asked to omit or amend a major audit finding at least once. 10 
Financial auditing perspective
Some authors present the auditee as superior to the auditor in labor relations during an audit. Indeed, the competence of the auditor is collective, because it depends closely on the work of a team in which the auditee is implicitly an indispensable member. 4 In a way, the auditor can do nothing without the auditee, because it is the latter who provides him with the information that allows him to valorize his skills. The superiority of the auditee over the auditor is also justified through the theory of exchange. 17 In the context of the external audit, the superiority of the auditee is explained by their control over the assignment of auditors, which may be to the detriment of a particular auditor. The superiority of the auditee can also be intellectual 4 ; this perspective is conceivable insofar as companies have specialists and they have a perfect knowledge of the processes and techniques used in the audit work. Thus, they do not fear the auditors.
This can lead to a conflict to the point that auditors and auditees rub shoulders and interact while their objectives are different. 1 Their differing interests may create feelings of fear and hostility. He also identifies some factors that favor the appearance of threatening behaviors, in this case distrust, fear, client knowledge of financial difficulties, the existence of financial malpractice, or even the need to establish a provision. These conflicts generally result in pressure on the auditor. A study tackled this question by referring to more or less subtle maneuvers of clients aimed at auditors in their investigations. 4 The hostility of the auditee toward the auditor may also result in intimidation and is likely to upset and destabilize the auditor. 18 The nature of the auditors-auditees relationship has been studied, and it has been identified that it may happen when a conflict emerges, thus offering to the auditee the possibility to obstruct the smooth conduct of the audit through pressure on the auditor. 4 Supported by semistructured interviews with auditors, these pressures are grouped into two categories and presented in Figure 1 .
One of the consequences of the auditees' pressure on the auditors is the questioning of the independence of the audit profession. With the appearance of the financial scandals of the 2000s, the auditor is regularly suspected of colluding with the auditees at the expense of the beneficiaries of the financial information. It is for this reason that trust in the auditor seems to have deteriorated a lot, as the auditor is often seen as complicit with the auditee. 1 Furthermore, the harsh economic environment of the 2007-2009 recession may have weakened auditors' independence for clients likely to exert pressure on auditees. 7 The auditor's relationships with various external stakeholders, such as regulators, legislators, investors, shareholders, or the public, can have an impact on his or her ability to demonstrate independence. 19 The role of the auditee in the mission is therefore decisive and its behavior can deteriorate the climate and the working environment, making the work of the auditor painful and laborious. A study conducted in France identified 12 auditee behaviors that can negatively affect the quality of the audit, including fee negotiations, late programming of the auditor's intervention, provocation and irritation, unavailability, and avoidance. 20 
A new perspective is necessary
We have extended our literature review to include the relations between auditees and internal auditors or financial auditors. This review of the literature shows that auditors in general are under pressure. Although these relationships have been studied for internal auditors and financial auditors, there is very little for the IT auditor. The IT auditor has a job that is related to these auditors, but based on a different body of knowledge. In addition, the IT auditor will be in contact with a different subset of stakeholders, with a much more technological profile.
On the other hand, the studies identified in this literature review do not use a phenomenological method. As such, even if the pressures on the auditors are approached, they are usually limited to the nature of the pressures, without considering what the auditor lives during these moments. Moreover, when the consequences of the pressures are addressed, they are most often oriented toward the impacts on the quality of the audit and the independence of the auditor. Thus, a phenomenological analysis of the pressures experienced by IT auditors in auditor-auditee relations is of great relevance. Indeed, it will give us an idea of how auditors feel and experience pressure from auditees, help us to understand the impact of this on them and their work, and to see how they manage in such situations.
Methodology
As stated previously, the objective of this study is to explore what IT auditors experience, feel, and live in the context of the jobs. Given the paucity of the existing literature on the subject, it was decided to conduct an exploratory study. Moreover, given the exploratory intention of the study as well as the desire to capture of a rich portrait of what IT auditors experience, feel, and live in the context of the jobs, a research methodology designed for capturing rich experiences was chosen: phenomenology.
Hermeneutic phenomenology
To better understand how IT auditors experience the pressures in their relationships with the auditees during the various audit engagements, as well as the impacts of the said pressures on them, their audit work, and their career, we opted for hermeneutic phenomenology as a research methodology. According to the research methodology, after data collection (with interviews), through analysis, the meaning of participants experiences is identified and combined with the researcher's understanding of the phenomenon. 21 In order to guide the data analysis, interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) was used. 22 
Participants selection
When conducting an exploratory qualitative study, it is not the quantity of the cases that is important but rather the richness of the cases. For adequate sampling, a researcher must rely on his or her personal judgment, guided by the purpose of the study, to identify participants who have experienced the phenomenon under study. 23 A detailed account of a few cases is usually enough to discover the basic elements of a phenomenon. 24 The use of nonprobabilistic and homogeneous sampling has also been proposed in the literature. 25 Thus, through intentional sampling, it becomes obvious for the researcher to find a small number of participants for whom the research question is significant. An adequate sample size between three and six participants is recommended for a good study. 26 Given the objective of this study, the inclusion criteria for participants were as follows:
have at least 1 year of professional experience in IT auditing; have experienced pressure during one or more audit engagements; demonstrate an interest in exploring and discussing their experience as part of a research project; and be able to describe their experience, their thoughts, their feelings related to a difficult audit situation.
Participants were recruited via the professional network of the researchers. For this study, five IT auditors were selected, as recommended in the literature. 26, 27 Interviews In order to gather rich data, semi-structured interviews were used; consequently, an interview guide was designed. The interview guide was designed in order to cover various facets of the participants' experiences while taking in consideration the sensitive nature of some facets as well as the possibility for exploring emerging ideas from the participant's answers. 25, 26 In order to conduct the interview, the interviewer memorized the interview guide and reviewed it before the beginning each interview; the goal being not to have to refer to it every time during the interview. During the interview, the interviewer played facilitative role in order to create a freeflowing discussion; hence, the order and the exact formulation of the questions was not rigidly followed in the same way for all participants. In order to stay focused on the dialogue, the interviews were recorded. Each interview lasted for approximately 60 min. Data collection was done in order to respect the confidentially of participants.
IPA is a recent qualitative research method that was introduced to the scientific world in the United Kingdom in the 1990s. 22 The IPA belongs to the hermeneutical tendency of phenomenology; indeed, it helps to understand how meaning is given to experiences lived by individuals. In this approach, the researcher is personally involved in the analysis, which places the IPA in an "interpretative" perspective in line with Heidegger's hermeneutic phenomenology. 22 The IPA analysis uses a double hermeneutic in which the researcher and the participant are involved. Here, the participant, thanks to the help of the researcher during the interview, accesses his experience, gives him meaning, and shares his understanding; while, the researcher is engaged in the process of analysis, which helps to ensure a coherent hermeneutic perspective to the study. The IPA analysis process is both idiographic and inductive.
Themes construction
The IPA cycle is divided into four phases: search for themes, connection of themes, case analysis, and search for recurring patterns. 26, 27 In the context of this study, when moving from case to case, in addition to identifying new themes, care was taken to identify excerpts that helps give more meaning to themes identified in previously cases. Once all the cases were analyzed (and reanalyzed), a global and transversal analysis was done in order to identify recurring themes (and patterns). As suggested by the literature, the following guidelines were used to identify final themes: 28 Themes emerging from three or more participants were kept; Themes mostly emerging from at least one participant and slights discussed by other participants; and Themes mostly emerging from only on participants but deemed significant for the study.
Research quality
Four key criteria can be used to evaluate the quality of a study using IPA. 27 Firstly, the study must be unambiguously phenomenological, hermeneutic, and idiographic. Consequently, the study must focus on the experiences of subjects, the study be about the interpretations of meaning, and the study must begin with a detailed analysis of a particular case; and, from the particular case, the researcher must explore in detail the similarities and differences between other cases. Secondly, the study must be transparent in that it must make apparent what was done. Thirdly, the results of the analysis must be consistent, plausible, and interesting. Here, consistency is generally assessed by the reader who, through a critical perspective, assesses whether the foundation and characteristics of an IPA are apparent in the approach and the report. The excerpts should show the density of the themes and their importance in the body of data. Each theme should be sufficiently and obviously illustrated by excerpts from participants' transcripts. This study respects the four criteria.
Results
This section presents the results of the IPA of the data and provides answers to the questions below.
RQ1: How do IT auditors feel and experience pressure in different IT audit mandates.
RQ2: How do IT auditors maintain a good level of competence, objectivity, and performance while under pressure. RQ3: How are the pressures on IT auditors affecting their IT audit mandates and careers.
Pressures experienced by IT auditors
In this article, we put into writing the inherent meanings of our participants' experiences. To do this, the themes uncovered during the cross-sectional analysis are translated into narrative, while also taking care to explain, illustrate, and qualify them. These results provide a portrait of the challenges that IT auditors are regularly subjected to during audit engagements, followed by a discussion of the repercussions of these pressures that highlights the factors mitigating their impacts. In the end, it is shown that to maintain a good level of performance, auditors must take steps to ensure the prevention and management of pressure during their mandate. The original data were captured in French; consequently, what will be present and discussed are translations of the statements made by the interviewees.
Auditees put different pressures on IT auditors to ensure that the audit does not reveal any unsatisfactory situations or results in the smallest possible number of unsatisfactory situations. Table 2 presents the quotes supporting the following statements.
Auditees sometimes resort to accusations based on distorted or deceptive facts to put pressure on auditors to induce them to withdraw observations and thus maintain a good image within their hierarchy. These auditees do not hesitate to resort to unorthodox means to get by, such as reporting misleading facts or feigning misunderstanding of expectations and goals.
Pressure sometimes takes the form of discrediting the IT auditor and his or her work. Auditees try to present IT auditors into being careless, irresponsible, unprofessional, and unable to do their job properly. To force the auditor to withdraw an observation, the auditees sometimes willfully ignore the reality: They give the impression of not knowing what had to be done in a situation over which they are supposed to have perfect mastery.
The pressures arising from audit engagements primarily affect the IT auditors themselves. The repercussions are usually experienced in a very personal way. Mandates as such can also be negatively impacted by increased duration and difficult relationships with the auditees.
The pressures on IT auditors come in many forms. The repercussions are expressed both psychologically and physically. Emotions such as pain, disappointment, frustration, anxiety, and anger can lead to real physical trouble. These emotions translate into physical symptoms such as . ] it is certain that they aim to question the work that is done. Basically, one of the tactics of the auditee is to discredit the auditor: 'The work was not conscientious enough, the work was not done with the required depth, the interviews were not conducted with the right people, the evidence gathered is incomplete, the analysis that has been done is not adequate'." Wilful ignorance of the requirements "[ . . . ] people who are in control of a situation, who know they didn't do it; instead of saying they didn't, they'll say, 'Oh! I didn't know it had to be done'. This is ignorance." Challenge of the findings by the auditee "The pressure comes more from the fact that there is a confrontation with the adequacy of the findings. The person [auditee] will tend to want to challenge, discuss the adequacy of the report that has been made and presented to him. [ . . . ] And so at that moment, the pressure comes more from proving the origin of the statement." Reduced impact of observations "[ . . . ] we have all the evidence; but here they will try to . . . I wouldn't say censor; but they are going to try to make a deal for your observation." "[ . . . ] for example, you make an observation and you write the following, 'We recommend that your procedures be more complete'. insomnia, fatigue, and apprehension. These combined factors may develop to the point of causing the auditor to be dissatisfied with his or her work, fear of recidivism, or lack of self-confidence. Sometimes changes in the personality of the auditor can be observed. The audit work then becomes onerous and much more like a daily battle, generating direct conflicts between the auditors and the auditees. The supporting quotes are presented in Table 3 .
Competence, objectivity, and performance while under pressure
Performing a state-of-the-art IT audit requires a return to the auditees to validate the listed anomalies. From then on, the confrontation becomes inevitable, because the auditees make use of all the possible means to invalidate the observations. This places IT auditors in difficult discussions where they need to argue that their findings are well supported by evidence. IT auditors also experience pressure, because the auditees want the revealed anomalies to be presented with as little impact as possible. Auditees often try to avoid immediately providing IT auditors with requested documents, forcing delays, and repetitive requests. It even happens that the auditees refuse to host the audit mission in their department.
Pressures on the auditors also directly affect the outcome of the work. Extra efforts may have to be made to find appropriate responses to difficult situations. The fear of recurrence of these situations creates a certain fear for the auditor and forces him or her to make additional efforts in preparation and execution. All these additional efforts materialize in an increased duration of the mandates and add to the onerousness of the task. However, when pressures are well managed, they can lead to better preparedness. The supporting quotes are presented in Table 4 .
Relationships with the auditees are at the heart of fulfilling an audit mandate. Maintaining a good relationship with the client by avoiding misunderstandings is one of the key success factors of the mandate. However, this relationship is delicate, fragile, and often tense. The auditor can negatively or positively influence the relationship. The supporting quotes are presented in Table 5 .
The pressures on IT auditors can cause them to want to change jobs within their organization. The IT auditor position seems to make it difficult, if not impossible, to transition to other functions. A transition to another domain or company is sometimes the only option. The supporting quotes are presented in Table 6 .
It appears that the pressures experienced by IT auditors are not experienced in the same way throughout their careers. The impacts of pressure may be different for each auditor, with external interventions influencing the way in which they experience this pressure. At the height of the pressures, IT auditors are comforted to know that they are not alone in facing these difficult situations and that they have access to the support of their hierarchy. Proper supervision and supervision of less experienced auditors have a "The negative impact is the fear that, you are that type of person you become less confident. So, I had people in my team that, as they faced some situations, they became less confident in the situations they were in." Change of personality "I became more rough. In the sense that in my town I became more critical and became more rough. I don't know, so I gave you an example, I didn't need to be nice."
IT: information technology. Inadequate documentation, or adequate documentation but provided with delays "The pressures that happen often, it's especially that when you request information (for example) and then the documents do not arrive. Then finally, they send us the documents, but that's really not what we asked for. When we come back them, it becomes an endless discussion. They talk in circles, meaning that we did not ask good questions." Refusal of the audit mandate "I even had a director who didn't want to see me anymore, he didn't want me to come and audit them because he thought I was too hard on them. That affected me; because I say to myself, I wasn't there for that."
IT: information technology.
positive impact on the pressures experienced by the latter. They are thus protected from errors that could have caused pressure. Experience allows IT auditors to better endure situations of pressure with fewer emotional consequences. It should be noted that participants' comments are nuanced by the use of terms such as "at the beginning," "today," "before," and "at this time." This shows that the moments during which pressures were experienced with the most intensity are over, thanks to the experience and defense mechanisms developed to counteract their effects. Experience allows some IT auditors to experience pressure without it impacting their lives. The reactions of the auditees become predictable and, in a sense, normal. The supporting quotes are presented in Table 7 .
IT audit mandates and careers
IT auditors have developed a preventive approach that aims to develop the know-how and attitudes that make it possible to better limit and manage. The ultimate goal is to ensure that the pressures are not an obstacle to achieving the objectives of the audit. The importance of prevention and pressure management is also reflected in the density and intensity with which participants approach these themes; this is confirmed by the fact that all the participants spoke sufficiently about pressure management and three of the five participants spoke about its prevention.
IT auditors adopt attitudes and preventative practices to avoid pressure. One of these practices is to ensure that the audit report adequately presents the findings in their context and that they are properly evaluated. The temptation to be dragged into the sensationalism provided by the discovery of a serious anomaly is great. In addition, in order to keep the collaboration of the auditees, the auditor must therefore remain professional by reporting anomalies in an appropriate manner and avoid the element of surprise. For this purpose, the findings must be validated and reported back to the different hierarchical levels concerned.
The risk of pressure on IT auditors is high when the teams being audited have an important workload. Thus, the latter will benefit from emphasizing the more critical aspects. This will lead to less solicitation of the audited teams in the areas where the risks are lower, allowing to limit the workload of these teams and pressures experienced on both sides. Table 4 . Quotes for impact on audit work.
More in-depth answers "There they try anything; they try to get a statement from lies. You then have to do three times more work, you have to go even further." "It will take more time because as I tell you, I will have to go to get more evidence, because I will always have to negotiate with the auditee, because he will always take for granted that he's doing things right." Onerousness "[ . . . ] now you involve more people. You involve your management and their management. So now, all of a sudden, scheduling this question becomes more complicated. Because as you are bringing higher management into the picture, their availability is very limited." Fear of recurrence "I have to rethink the way I'm going to work the mandate. I must not begin with the same attitude I had in the other mandate." Insomnia "[ . . . ] when I come back the next day to work, then . . . I'm more at risk. You know, I'm less defensive because I'm a lot more tired." Effective pressure management "[ . . . ] also, it had forced me to be more proactive. That is, where I anticipate potential problems, that is, aspects of the [audit] that are more complicated, more demanding for the client, or that may lead to weaknesses, it's things that I communicated much earlier with the customer in the process, to find solutions together." "If you are able to manage properly first, you become better prepared. So, the positive impact is becoming better prepared." Table 5 . Quote for impact on relations with the auditees.
Positive and negative influences of the auditor "Over the long run, what I felt that, as I realize the type of people I adjusted my attitude. So, the people that I have gotten over the years to believe that they have the right intention and they are not blocking just to seek to block, I provide them more courtesy. The ones that I find they are difficult just for the sense of being difficult, then I make it difficult for them. So just basically I treat them the way they treat me. I don't know if that is the right thing but that is how it turns out. The ones that I have had a good working relationship with them I give them a little bit more credit a little bit more leeway versus the ones they don't, I just tend to escalate quicker." Table 6 . Quotes for impact on the auditor's career.
Difficulties of jobs transition "Well, at one point I had applied to an IT management position; then, I did the interview, but I did not get it. Then, I think that because I am now an auditor, it blocks me in my future to be manager here." "Maybe because I left, I wasn't able to find another position which means I never was able to transition from an auditor into another role maybe. Maybe that's the negative impact.
As an auditor, I could not get out of that role into the organization." "So, the main thing over the long run, I think is being aware.
You know what, do I really want to be doing this, questioning the value of a career for me in audit? And the fact that I moved off of audit I think is one of the reasons. I didn't feel that this is something that is valuable for me anymore."
It is also necessary for the IT auditor to understand the context in which he works, in order to better take it into account in his relations with the auditees and avoid unnecessary pressure. The audit process in general is formal and procedural. For the IT auditor, the usual steps are mastered, and as a result, the temptation to remain attached to procedures to the detriment of relationships with the auditees is great. Establishing and maintaining good relationships with the auditees is one of the key factors in the success of an audit engagement. Even if good relationships are in place, it is possible that discomforts, likely to become a source of pressure, appear. In such a situation, the IT auditor must communicate with the auditee as soon as possible in order to address the situation.
In most cases, IT audit work leads to the discovery of anomalies that need to be corrected. Since these findings are not the ultimate goal of the audit, the IT auditor must focus on collaboration and cordial relations with the auditees and begin his or her engagement with sound assumptions. At the time of the presentation of the findings, the IT auditor may also be required to cover the auditee in order to avoid the latter being exposed to undue pressure from the recipient of the report, which ultimately would be passed on to the IT auditor and the audit work.
Auditees often welcome being involved in recommendations for improvements to remedy the anomalies detected. This will prevent avoidable pressures on the auditor. The supporting quotes are presented in Table 8 .
To cope with the pressures, IT auditors have developed mechanisms that allow them to manage these circumstances. One of the tactics used to put pressure on the IT auditors described above is discrediting their work and themselves. In these circumstances, it is common for the auditees to attempt to turn discussions to the auditor's person or the way the audit was conducted and not the reality of the facts that were identified during the audit mandate.
To deal with the challenge of the auditees, the IT auditors must provide the proof or evidence supporting what they present as observations and defend their point of view in a respectful and ethical fashion. Negotiation is generally the instrument that allows IT auditors to find common ground with the auditees on audit findings and recommendations. Genuine communication with the auditee helps to defuse the conflict.
The IT auditor must be vigilant, calm, and not become trapped in inappropriate debate. However, when such debates have been initiated, IT auditors can interrupt and postpone their discussions with the auditees, in order to avoid aggravating the difficult situations, which will otherwise become more complex to manage afterward. To get out of certain pressure situations, IT auditors call on their hierarchy or the hierarchy of the auditee. This is called "escalating." It is a question of keeping the solicited hierarchy/hierarchies alerted until the dispute is solved. It also happens that the assistance of the superior is solicited, without the latter being directly involved in the resolution of the dispute. Indirect hierarchical support defuses the pressures experienced by the IT auditor. In a similar way, coworkers allow the IT auditor to vent his frustrations privately, rather than directing them toward the auditees. Also, certain traits of personal character such as self-control, listening, patience, or the ability of the IT auditor to disconnect from events help him or her cope better.
Despite these defensive mechanisms, the IT auditor must be flexible and consider discussions being less rigid. This "grey zone" technique allows the context to be analyzed to see if there are any elements that can be presented as mitigating circumstances. This technique will allow easier acceptance of a finding whose financial and organizational issues are important. The supporting quotes are presented in Table 9 .
Discussion
At the current stage of this study, it is necessary to discuss a number of elements in order to answer the questions raised by the specific objectives related to the research question. The purposes here are to explain the results presented in the previous chapter and to describe the scientific significance that follows from the initial objectives. Thus, the discussion of the results will revolve around the following elements.
the pressures experienced by IT auditors; 2. how IT auditors feel and experience pressures dur-
ing various mandates; 3. the impact of different pressures on the auditors, their audit mandates, and their careers; and 4. the means by which IT auditors maintain a good level of competence, objectivity, and performance under pressure.
The pressure experienced by the auditors is presented in the literature as the maneuvers used by the auditees, which aim to hinder in a more or less subtle way the auditor in his investigations, in order to prevent him or her from manifesting his intrinsic competence. 4 Stories describing the situations experienced by all participants in our study confirm that similar pressures are also exerted by auditees on IT auditors during audit engagements. Table 10 presents five (5) categories of pressures on IT auditors as part of the audit mandates identified in this study. Many of these pressures are mentioned in the literature, in the general context of auditor pressures on the part of the auditees. 1 The elaboration of the abovementioned pressures by concrete examples from participant experiences greatly Table 8 . Quotes for preventing pressure.
Report of findings according to the context "So, it is important to get the approval of each level, before presenting to the board of directors. Although the auditor is independent to present to the board or the audit committee, it is important to have the points validated so everyone is aware of the context, that everyone knows the nature of the gaps, and what gave rise to it; because all of them will have to justify themselves afterwards." Just measuring of the findings "I think what would be a danger to the auditor is to want to make a splash. To want to strike a long ball, to make a splash, to find the 'gap', to find something very serious in the organization. If you want to try to do that, then it can be dangerous; it can undermine the relationships we have internally." Foster collaboration "[ . . . ] That's what key is for the internal auditor, more about being collaborative, about helping the organization than about judging people and people." "[ . . . ] if we want the findings to move through the organization, what we need to preserve in an organization is the relationship we have with our co-workers. Because we are an internal auditor, I can't have fun throwing 'nuclear bombs' everywhere. Because I am going to lose the collaboration of people, they will limit me in the participation that I will have on the projects, they will be perhaps less opened afterwards to be able to collaborate with the teams of internal audits." Findings on more critical aspects "In this example in particular, it had to think harder about the scope of our work, and to have a more focused, risk-based approach and to see what was really essential, and to predict according to what was essential, the things that had the high risks. Things that were other than high risk, I was less demanding let's say. So, it forced me to better prioritize the work to be done in the audit." Understanding the situation of the auditee " contributes to the achievement of our overall goal. This allows anyone who wants to embrace an IT auditor career to get an idea of the reality of this business and to consider what kind of situation he or she might face. It also serves as a basis for thinking about the impact of pressures on IT auditors, how IT auditors are affected by and experience these pressures, and the means and mechanisms they use to cope in these different situations. The study of the relationship between IT auditors and the auditees was aimed, among other things, at understanding how IT auditors feel and experience the pressures that arise in different audit mandates, as well as how these pressures impact their mandates, their careers, and themselves. The results of our study highlight two important factors related to the experience of pressures emanating from the auditees and how they impact the IT auditor. This is the experience of the IT auditor and support from his hierarchy. With respect to the experience of the IT auditor, our study suggests that the way in which pressures from the auditees affect the IT auditor is related to his or her previous experience of these pressures. Therefore, the probability that the IT auditor who has little experience of being greatly affected is high; conversely, the probability is low for the IT auditor who has more experience, as he will be very little affected or almost indifferent.
Here, experience can be understood as knowledge or practice acquired in contact with certain realities or by long practice. It usually results in increased knowledge of the person concerned. Repeated pressure from the auditees is a source of learning for the IT auditor. Thus, over time, he or she learns how to deal with conflicts and negative emotions resulting from pressure. This is in Table 9 . Quotes for managing pressures during an audit.
Debating facts
"So, the auditee will always try to discredit the auditor; it is certain that when one tries to discredit a person, it becomes almost a personal debate and is no longer on the work, but rather on the individual and therefore at that moment, it is important to bring back the debate on the facts rather than the work itself that was conducted by the auditor. So, bringing the debate back to the evidence rather than the people." "It's about preparing your case, making sure it's properly documented so that we can debate and bring back the debate on the facts rather than the way the work was done." Providing proof or evidence "There needs to be more evidence; then, it must be demonstrated with proof. Because normally in audit, we are not obliged to present our proof; we normally say, 'Look at it, we observed in access management that you had 40% of your accesses that are not correct'. Because it's so much better that we solve it between us instead of escalating like that'. So, I kept a much closer communication with this person." Leaving the discussion before it degenerates "[ . . . ] us, our rule here, is that when we see that is heating up too much, instead of continuing to argue, continue to defend, well, it is to leave the place, then resume the discussion at later time. This is my attitude that I have at this time. 'It doesn't work well, look, we're going to sit and then we'll talk another time. I think we did not go to in the right direction [ . . . ]'" Hierarchical escalation "I keep escalating until I get what I need, I try sincerely to reach the person, by phone, by email, I try a couple of times, if get no response, if the person doesn't provide me the same credit, then I show them, I escalate. And this is where being in internal audit is probably a little bit simple because your management seats at a higher level of the organization. So, you are able to press down." Indirect hierarchical support "At a given moment, you go overboard then, you see your manager. Then you say, 'I can't take it anymore. You do the job, because now, before I explode [ . . . ]' Then he says, 'OK, it that makes you feel better. Now, what do we do?' Then we write the document; and we write an email that is read again by several people in the entourage so that it is the most correct; [ . . . ] we must always pay attention to what we say."
(continued) Venting frustrations "[ . . . ] you must not be rude. It makes you pay attention; in fact, we calm down and then we go . . . in the end we let off steam, we have good managers, we let off steam in front of them. Then they say OK if it makes you feel good." Character traits "You have to listen to it, you have to be patient. That's it. That's the hardest thing, sometimes it's patience." "[ . . . ] control of yourself, then your self-esteem. Yes, it is important. Then, to think that it's a job is not your life, it's your job. [ . . . ] Self-control is also important." Flexible approach "[ . . . ] that it is someone who knows how to make the difference, that it is not someone too rigid, but that it is someone of flexible." Grey zone technique "When you come back into this grey zone, it's quite nuanced discussions, sometimes complex in this grey zone. What we often do, almost always, is that we prepare a memo to describe our reasoning; to say why despite this gap or these gaps we think we can always rely on controls. [ . . . ] So it is necessary that the memo is robust enough and that it is supported by evidences, by something; So, it's not just a story you tell."
line with the findings of another study: In order to avoid making the same mistakes twice, several internal audit managers carried out ex post facto analysis after harsh political pressure to look at what worked or what didn't.
The same study claims that a large number of internal audit managers feel that they have learned from the pressures they have experienced, and therefore know what to do and what not to do. 29 The IT auditor-auditee relationship is often conflictual and accompanied by negative emotions in the IT auditor; on an emotional level, work experience plays a key role in improving emotional intelligence. 30 Thus, in the face of repeated emotional difficulties, the auditor learns to control his or her feelings to discern those that may be harmful if he uses them to guide his thoughts and actions. It has been suggested that a close link between emotional intelligence and the successful resolution of conflicts exists. 31 It has also been reported that people with strong emotional intelligence preferred to seek collaborative solutions in the event of conflict. 32 The experience of the IT auditor would allow her to keep control in a pressure situation to find a good solution, while reducing excesses related to emotions.
Our study highlights the fact that the impact of pressure on the IT auditor and the way in which he or she experiences them depends on the level of support from their hierarchy. This suggests that the period of pressure is shortened and generally has fewer consequences when the IT auditor is supported by his or her hierarchy. The advice and guidance of a supervisor is useful to the IT auditor and invaluable to the inexperienced auditor. Also, in a situation of pressure that could have had serious consequences for the IT auditor, both professionally and personally, the support of his or her supervisor is likely to stem the pressure of the auditees and limit its impact. In this regard, it is noted in the literature that if a manager or executive tries to put pressure on the head of internal audit, a general director (or any other senior manager), who understands and supports the unique role of internal audit, can intervene to defuse the situation quickly. 29 This is closely related to what our results suggest.
One of the specific objectives of our study was to understand how the pressures experienced by IT auditors affect them, their audit mandates, and their careers. Thus, during the data collection, participants were asked questions in order to identify the repercussions of the pressures they experienced. In the light of the results of our study, the major topics related to the impact of pressure on the IT auditor relate to the emotional, sentimental, physical, and professional levels.
The results of our study suggest that unpleasant emotions and feelings are elicited in the IT auditor as a result of pressure from the auditee, and our interviews highlighted some of these feelings and emotions. They also confirm the existence of conflicts between IT auditors and auditees. It is evident from the narrative of the majority of participants in this study that there are tensions in the auditor-auditee relationship. This situation, considered to be conflictual, is justified in the literature by the "theory of real conflicts," which states that when persons belonging to different groups interact for a certain period of time, these relationships affect their feelings and give rise to friendship, hatred, aggression, or compassion; in short, these people rarely come out indifferent to each other. 33 In addition, conflictual relationships and the threatened self-image are sources of emotional discomfort in many situations, whether at work or in everyday situations. 34 Our study identified feelings and emotions such as pain (psychological), frustration, anger, disappointment, fear, distrust, dissatisfaction, apprehension, and lack of selfconfidence, as experienced IT auditors during and/or after the experience of pressure; they represent the emotional impact of the pressures from the auditees. It is observed in the literature that work stressors have a direct relationship with sleep disorders. 35 A relationship between work stress and insomnia has been identified such that people with relatively high work-related stress often experience insomnia. 36 All of this is consistent with the results of our study, which suggest that the moral distress and frustrations caused by the pressures on the auditee can cause insomnia and fatigue in the IT auditor.
The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines "fatigue" as a weariness or exhaustion from labor, exertion, or stress. Here, fatigue felt by IT auditors is seen as a burnout following prolonged efforts or intense intellectual work aroused by pressure. As a result, the tense climate between the IT auditor and the auditee often arises from conflict, leading to poor working conditions that can lead to frustration and distress.
The results of our study suggest that pressure from the auditees can extend the duration of the audit mandate and imply that the IT auditor is making additional efforts to complete his work. They also suggest that IT auditors expend more effort to prepare audit engagements after being pressured by the auditees.
The pressure that auditees place on IT auditors forces them to invest more effort in providing explanations and clarifications to the questions raised and to collect additional audit evidence in order to clearly justify the findings in question. In addition, the feeling of apprehension aroused by the pressure encourages the auditor to invest more in the preparation of audit mandates, because they are afraid to see a recurrence of the pressure already experienced and prepare in advance for this eventuality.
All of this justifies the idea that the pressures on IT auditors lengthen the timeframe and involve additional efforts in fulfilling the mandate. It also justifies the significant efforts that can be made by the IT auditor in the preparation of audit mandates.
Relationships between IT auditors and auditees are regularly filled with tension. Auditees in general are wary of auditors; this attitude usually leads to negative and uncooperative behavior toward the auditor. Thus, the auditorauditee relationship becomes difficult and painful. 37 Our study suggests that this difficult relationship is a limiting factor for the IT auditor's career. As a result, it seems difficult, if not impossible, for the IT auditor to return to a career in one of the IT departments he usually audits. Also, in the long run, the tensions and pressures experienced by the auditors may make them leave the IT auditor career.
According to the IIA, "competence" refers to the knowledge, skills, and other abilities that the auditor needs to be able to effectively carry out his or her professional responsibilities. 10 Let us note here that the problem is not based on the incompetence of the IT auditor, but rather on his ability to demonstrate that he is competent. Indeed, one of the objectives targeted by the pressures of the auditees is to prevent him or her from manifesting their intrinsic competence. 4 ISACA's auditing standards define "objectivity" as the ability to exercise judgment, express opinions, and make recommendations impartially. Globally recognized audit organizations such as ISACA, IIA, and IFACI present competence, objectivity, and independence as key pillars of good audit performance.
One of the legitimate questions raised by the pressures experienced by IT auditors from the auditees was how do IT auditors manage this? Or how do they keep a good level of competence, objectivity, and performance in pressure situations? The results of our study reveal that IT auditors do prevention and pressure management in order to maintain their skills, performance, and objectivity. They also suggest that some of the personal character traits of the IT auditor have a significant influence on the management of pressure.
This study identifies listening skills, patience, selfcontrol, sincerity, ability to disconnect, and flexibility as the personal character traits that help the IT auditor to better manage the pressures exerted by the auditees. Table 11 presents the different prevention and pressure management strategies developed by IT auditors. Some of the strategies identified above, such as negotiation, have already been addressed in the literature. It has been argued that auditor-auditee conflict would be resolved through negotiation. 1 It has been argued that pressure should be managed by continuing to deal with the problem professionally, without reacting emotionally. 29 The auditor must keep his or her cool, even if the problem takes a personal turn.
On pressure prevention, the auditor needs to anticipate and put in place a plan of action for how to deal with sensitive issues before they occur. He or she must also position himself or herself against unjustified pressures even before they are exerted. This amply corroborates the conclusions of our study.
Conclusion
Our project focused on studying the relationship between IT auditors and the auditees, as well as their impact on auditors, their audit mandates, and their careers.
The overall goal was to explore and document what auditors experience, feel, and live in the context of difficult relationships and disagreements with the auditees, as well as how this challenging context impacts them, their audit mandates, and their careers; the aim being to inform and better protect future auditors in order to face the realities of the profession in which they wish to engage.
The results of this study provided a portrait of the pressures experienced by IT auditors; in this portrait, each pressure exerted by the auditees identified at the end of the analysis is described in the words of the participants.
The first specific objective of the study was to understand how IT auditors feel and experience pressure in different audit mandates. The results of the study suggest that the way in which the pressures of the auditees is experienced and felt depends greatly on the previous experience of the IT and the degree of support that his hierarchy gives him in this circumstance. We concluded that the more experience and/or support of the hierarchy the auditor has, the less affected he is, and the less experienced and less supported by her hierarchy, the more affected she is.
From the results of the study, it was found that the pressures on the IT auditor were emotional, psychological, physical, and professional. The results highlighted eight (8) negative emotions or feelings experienced by IT auditors as a result of pressures from the auditee. On the physical side, the study reveals that the moral distress and frustrations caused by pressures from the auditees can provoke the IT auditor into insomnia and fatigue. It also highlights the impact that the pressures exerted by the auditees have on audit mandates: They can extend the duration of the mandate and involve additional efforts by the IT auditor to complete it. Regarding the career, it seems difficult, if not impossible for the IT auditor to enter a career in one of the IT departments he or she usually audits.
The last specific objective of our study was to understand how auditors maintain a good level of competence, objectivity, and performance in the pressure. The results of the study show that to achieve this end, IT auditors do prevention and pressure management as part of their IT audit activities. We identified eleven (11) pressure prevention strategies and eight (8) pressure management strategies used by IT auditors.
Moreover, these same results suggest that certain personal character traits of the IT auditor have a significant influence on pressure management. For this purpose, the study has identified seven (7) personal character traits, including listening skills, patience, and self-control, which help the IT auditor better manage the pressures from the auditees.
The method used in this research project, IPA, explores the participants' experiences and the meaning they give them. 27 This approach considered innovative given the scarcity of phenomenological studies of auditor-auditee relationships.
The benefits of this study
The purpose of our study was to inform and protect future IT auditors on the realities of the job. In this regard, the results of our study constitute an important documentation of the reality of the pressures in the world of IT auditing, and their emotional, physical, and professional repercussions, as well as on the possible strategies for their prevention and management. These results extend and enrich the scientific community's understanding of the subject.
Also, these results would be useful in the initial and ongoing training of IT auditors to better prepare them to cope with the pressures of the auditees, because it is now clear that pressure prevention and management are part of the day-to-day business of IT auditors.
Moreover, in order to perfect and examine from other angles the related issues of the experience of IT auditors' pressure from auditees, a research program could be put in place to enable IT auditors to gain leverage of the scientific research in this area.
The limitations of this study
Given the exploratory nature of this study, it does not allow us to generalize the conclusions. In order to generalize the results, a larger sample size must be considered. While internal and external audits are useful for the proper functioning of organizations, and the skills required to practice both professions are similar, they also differ. The internal auditor is part of the organization he or she audits, and his or her activities focus on the company's processes, while the external auditor is not part of the organization, and their activities are limited to the financial statements. Considering these differences, our study has a second limit: the results obtained and the various conclusions derived from them do not make it possible to identify the specific pressures that are applicable exclusively to the internal audit versus the external audit.
Although all of the participants in our study had extensive IT audit experience, the researcher noted in the data collection that two participants were not dedicated fulltime IT auditors and were performing financial statements audits in parallel. This could have affected our results to the extent that the purpose of the study was to examine the specific case of the experiences of the pressures of IT auditors.
In order to enrich scientific knowledge in relation to what the auditors' experience, feel, and live in the context of the pressures exerted on them by auditees, subsequent research projects arising out of this study should be considered. For instance, the analysis method used in our study does not allow analysis with a large number of participants; thus, it would be important in the future to conduct similar research using quantitative methods to see to what extent the conclusions obtained in this study can be generalized to a large sample.
In addition, the results of our study show the significant role of experience and supervision in managing and experiencing pressures. It would be useful to identify the particular aspects of experience and supervision that are important. It would also be important to identify the mechanisms used by IT auditors to acquire management and pressure prevention techniques. This would be an asset to the use of the prevention and pressure management strategies presented in this study.
The results of our study also address the emotional aspects and suggest that it may sometimes be necessary to relieve internal tensions with a colleague. Emotional competence is relevant here. In future studies, one could examine the impact of emotional skill development and emotional burden regulation on the experience of pressures by IT auditors. Moreover, many other studies are possible, especially on the impact of know-how in conflict management, emotional intelligence, the personality of the auditor, or some personal character traits such as patience, mastery of self, and so on on the experience of pressures.
Finally, while this study focused on the lived experiences of IT auditors, future research should compare the similarity of these results with those of general auditing and evaluation specialists.
